Diagnostics in assisted human reproduction.
The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that 50-80 x 10(6) couples in the world are infertile, i.e. 7-15% of all couples of reproductive age (15-45 years old). The term infertility refers to couples who have been unable to conceive children for at least 1 year of regular unprotected intercourse. Although the frequency and origin of infertility varies, approximately 40-60% of the aetiology of infertility in the population studied is due to female causes. The introduction of assisted reproduction techniques, which offer couples the best opportunities for pregnancy, has opened a vast field of knowledge in reproductive biology. The medical history must be taken meticulously, with enough time to obtain the largest possible amount of relevant information. It is recommended that both partners be included in the initial work-up. In recent decades, technological progress has been favoured with the development of a great variety of diagnostic tests. Moreover, a very valuable tool helping to solve this problem has gained strength and is available to everybody - so-called 'evidence-based medicine'. There are three categories in infertility diagnostic tests. The first category includes tests showing a well-established correlation with pregnancy, e.g. semen analysis, tubal patency with hysterosalpingography or laparoscopy, and ovulation detection. The second category includes patients whose results are not consistently related to pregnancy. Here, these tests include sperm penetration assay in the zona-free hamster oocyte, post-coital tests, sperm penetration into cervical mucus, and tests to detect anti-sperm antibodies. The third group includes patients whose tests are not correlated with pregnancy. The relevant tests include endometrial biopsy, the presence of varicocele, and Chlamydia detection tests. Tests for infertility are often expensive. Since these patients are usually anxious and eager and will do almost anything to have a child, care must be taken to avoid exploitation of their hopes with unnecessary procedures. This text now reviews and updates the procedures used to investigate infertility.